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By expanding the literature base of basal reader programs
through support from the different genres, teachers can meet the
personal-social needs of their students and can attain the
instructional goals of fostering literacy, developing positive
reading attitudes, and encouraging life-long reading interests
(Huck et al., 1987).
For this project, the writer will explore the value of
enriching the literature-base of the basal reader series and will
engage in the process of relating different genres and supporting
expressive activity to a theme.

RATIONALE FOR A LITERATURE-BASED READING PROGRAM
Knowledge based on research and practice has been growing
concerning how children learn to read through involvement with
the language processes and how school programs can best support
effective functional literacy development. Basal readers have
not moved to become more consistent with this knowledge; in fact,
they have been moving in just the opposite direction.

In response

to back-to-basic pressures, they have become more trivialized,
atomistic, and arbitrarily sequential with less room for teacher
judgment.

They provide less opportunity for pupil choice and show

less concern for making sense of real written language.

Most

ironically, the current basals require more time for reading
instruction while they provide less time for students actually
reading.

These trends in current basals directly contradict what
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has been learned about optimal reading instruction (Goodman,
1986a).
Language is learned most easily when it is whole, functional
and meaningful.

The earliest selections children are asked to

read should be real language that is meaningful to the learner
because children of all ages try to make sense of the world.
Through the language processes, they create order and sensibility.
They keep trying alternate hypotheses until they control the
forms of the language.

This process can only be carried out if

the language user is dealing with real language.

This view of

learners as active seekers of order is in direct opposition to the
traditional basal reading approach that offers highly sequenced
mastery learning programs and subskill approaches that treat
learners as passive (Goodman, 1986a). No research supports one
scope and sequence over another (Smith, 1983). What research does
support is the theory that children learn to read by reading whole
units of meaning (Smith, 1983; Goodman, 1986b).
Goodman (1986b) has found that successful school programs for
teaching reading must provide these essentials:

First, there must

be much reading of whole texts relevant to the readers.

Second,

there must be an atmosphere in which risk taking is encouraged so
readers gain in ability to predict meaning.

Third, both the

students and the teacher must focus on reading as a process to
create meaning.

3

The concept of a literature-based reading curriculum is not
new.

In 1908 Edmond Huey, the father of the modern reading

program reconmended a literature base in teaching reading.
The goal of a literature-based reading program is not to teach
kids merely how to read but to help them become lifetime readers
(Huck et al., 1987).

It is essential that a literature-based

program rely upon quality works.

Well-conceived stories and poems

provide many nurturing opportunities for children:

They offer

memorable experiences provided by carefully developed characters
and plots; interesting language patterns and styles; the opportunity
to know about being human and to learn about themselves, others
and the world in which they live; and models of whole units of
language (Harms &Lettow, 1986).

Words are merely symbols but

real literature is words chosen with skill and artistry to give
the readers pleasure and to help them understand themselves and
others (Lukens, 1986).
When choosing quality pieces, teachers need to consider the
contributions of the different genres.

Through teacher

presentations, children can be introduced to different kinds of
stories thus extending their reading experiences and appreciation
of literature (Huck et al., 1987).
In a literature-based reading program, literature experiences
are extended through related expressive activities offering a
comprehension-composition connection.

These opportunities to
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respond to the ideas gained in reading through speaking, writing,
and additional reading provide reinforcement and support for the
development of all language abilities.

Also expressive activities

may involve the graphic and performing arts.

Literature and

expressive activities can mobilize imaginations to create
meanings, can resolve conflict, and can serve as a basis for
interactions with others (Harms & Lettow, 1986).
A THEMATIC LITERATURE UNIT FOR FOURTH GRADE:

ACCEPTANCE

The teacher engaged in the process of 11 themestorming 11 to
discover what recurring or dominant themes occur in the lives of
middle grade students.

The units of the basal reader were

considered as well as the students' developmental interests.

At

this age, children are increasingly interested in the peer group
and in achieving a sense of belonging as well as in deliberately
excluding others and expressing prejudice (Huck et al., 1987).
Considering these factors, a webbing of ideas led to these aspects
of the theme of acceptance:

acceptance of self, peers, physical

disabilities, developmental disabilities, and aging and death.
Provision for Listening/Reading Experiences
A listening/reading center featuring each aspect of the theme
was created grouping related books (see Appendix A).

Different

genres were included to give students a variety of means in which
to gain "knowledge" about a particular topic.
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The teacher selected one title from each category that would
be read by all the students for large group activities and projects.
These titles were either read orally by the teacher or multiple
copies were available for student reading.

Taped versions and

partner reading helped less able readers to participate fully.
These common titles also served as the basis for group discussions
and as a reference point for students to compare and contrast the
other titles.

In addition to the reading of common titles,

students were encouraged to select a title to gain yet another
perspective of a particular aspect of the theme.
Comprehension-Composition Connection
As the children read and discussed the stories and poetry,
they began to discover the many different problems facing young
people like themselves and the many different ways of coping,
solving and accepting these problems.

They discussed the action

taken by the characters to resolve their conflict; then the
students invented other ways of resolving these issues.

By

reading more than one title of a particular aspect, the students
could compare and contrast the different genres and the different
characters and their resolve of the conflict.
Experiencing a theme through literature works was a natural
springboard to engage the students in expressive activity thus
furthering their understanding of a conflict and its resolve.

The

students participated in many different activities in both large
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and small groups as well as in individual projects.

For example,

through reading and discussing Daphne's Book, by Mary Downing Hahn,
students discovered the feelings of Daphne who being the new girl
in school is socially rejected by her peers.

Through role-playing,

students experienced ways of handling rejection and put-downs.
Because children in middle school grades are generally able to
recognize other points of view, they were able to examine the
By providing expressive

feelings of a victim of peer rejection.

activities like role-playing, the teacher can facilitate this
cognitive growth (Huck et al., 1987).

Brainstorming other ways

of handling the situation as an alternative to the way the author
portrayed the conflict assisted students in recognizing that there
are many options for coping with peer-related problems.
When reading works dealing with the conflicts encountered
with physical disabilities, a group of students chose to follow
up the story Keeping It Secret, by Penny Pollock, by exploring
nonfiction material on the topic of hearing loss and deafness.
Extending this experience, they learned some sign language and
taught the rest of the class how to sign.

The entire class

participated in a 11 Silent-Sign Day 11 at which time all the class
communication was done through signing and writing.

Through this

activity, the students encountered both frustration and
accomplishment.

Experiencing these emotions helped the children

to better understand the problems of the hearing impaired and not
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to fear individuals with this particular disability.

One of the

students invited an older sister who had a hearing loss to share
some of her experiences with the class.

As a result of her

presentation, the students discovered that they had more in common
with most handicapped people than they once thought:
the same feelings, thoughts, hopes, and wishes.

They had

From experiencing

these expressive activities focused on the hearing impaired, they
concluded that the hearing impaired are people with another means
of expressing themselves.

Accepting the differences in others is

an important step in growing up; literature accompanied with
appropriate expressive activities helps to facilitate this growth.
Writing a diary from the point of view of a story character
was another expressive activity that helped students experience
the conflicts of searching for acceptance. When engaged in this
activity while reading On My Honor, by Marion Dane Bauer, one of
the students commented, 11 Taking dares to prove yourself to others
is a stupid idea.
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One group listed several dangerous dares they

would not participate in and their consequences. They also
brainstormed and role-played ways of saving face by not
participating in dares:

What could you do instead? How could it

be handled? Although the story itself is not about a dare, it
reminded this group of students of how peers can pressure one to
betray one•s better judgment. Most of the students could relate
to this experience.
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Realistic fiction serves children in the process of coming to
terms with themselves as they come to understand humanness.

Books

that honestly portray the realities of life can help children
develop a better understanding of human relationships and problems
and therefore a better understanding of themselves.

Realistic

fiction can assist in assuring young people that they are not the
first in the world to face problems and can present experiences
that children have not had as well as different perspectives of a
conflict's resolve (Huck et al., 1987).

An example is death which

is difficult for people of all ages to accept.

When reading and

discussing the book Bridge to Terabithia, by Katherine Paterson,
the children seemed to develop a kind of courage for accepting
and facing problems in their own lives.

It allowed them to organize

their own thinking about life as they read about the lives of
others (Huck et al., 1987).
The genre of folk literature added another dimension to the
theme of acceptance. Literature today continues to express
concern about human strengths and weaknesses and an individual 1 s
relationship to the world.

Traditional, or folk literature, forms

the foundation of understandings as expressed in modern literature.
Although the basic purpose of the folktale is to tell an
entertaining story, these stories do present important themes.
For example, the wisdom of "Beauty and the Beast" is that one
should not trust too much in appearances and that inner qualities
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of love and kindness are more important than outer physical
appearance (Huck et al., 1987).

Accepting people for their inner

qualities rather than judging them by their outward appearance is
a values clarification experience that can be addressed through
folktale literature.

Yeh-Shen:

A Cinderella Story from China,

by Ai-Ling Louie, also reinforces this theme.

The power of simple

virtues--love, mercy, and kindness--is one of the major themes of
folktales (Huck et al., 1987).
Poetry, too, played a significant role in the theme of
acceptance.

Poetry can broaden and intensify experiences by

presenting a range of experiences beyond the realm of possibilities
for listeners/readers.

Poetry offers new perspectives that

illuminate, clarify, and deepen an everyday experience in a way
listeners/readers never considered (Huck et al., 1987).

For

example, the volume A Week in the Life of Best Friends, by Beatrice
Schenk DeRegniers, is a collection of poems describing some of the
joys and sorrows of friendship.

Students readily responded to

these poems and identified with the conflicts.

Poems from another

volume The Way I Feel--Sometimes, by the same author, another
collection of poems responding to the range of human emotions,
from anger to acceptance, was also presented.

The poems in Myra

Cohn Livingston's 4-Way Stop and Other Poems also address the many
emotional responses in growing up.
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Sustaining Centers
In addition to the teacher-directed activities, sustaining
centers provided opportunities for the students to extend their
reading experiences and become involved in the functions of
language, therefore developing their thinking-language abilities.
These centers provided structure in the classroom along with
experiences representative of many forms of expressive activities
(Harms, Lettow, Strub, unpublished).
The Reading/Listening Center contained books representing
the different genres and accompanying tapes.

The books were

grouped in the center by the different aspects of the theme of
acceptance.

This center also contained students• projects and

book jackets which helped to "sell" the books.
The Poetry Center contained special books relating to the
theme of acceptance. The children enjoyed creating many different
kinds of 11 mood 11 poems depicting some of the feelings they were
experiencing.

Collections of students• poems as well as those

composed as a class project were displayed, and many times were
illustrated.
The Author/Illustrator Center featured Betsy Byars and her
works for this thematic unit of acceptance.

The teacher shared

her book The Pinballs aloud with the class.

Her book was

well-received by the class, and they sought out other books which
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she had written.

A biographical sketch and book jackets helped

to make this an interesting and colorful center.
The Bookmaking Center contained step by step directions and
materials to enable students to create their own books.
The Interesting Objects Box contained various aids used by
disabled persons.

A hearing aid was obtained as well as examples

of Braille stories.

Crutches, glasses, braces and other such

objects helped to make this center an informative one as well.
The Drama Center contained costumes and hats as well as
puppetmaking materials.

The students engaged themselves in

retelling activities by acting, pantomiming, and putting on
puppet plays.

They also dressed as characters from the stories

they had read and acted out scenes.

The audience had fun in

"guessing" who the character was, thus creating an interest in
reading these works.
Evaluation
Each student kept a journal of their responses to their
reading activity. As works were discussed in class and during
conferences with the teacher, these journals were shared.

The

teacher also kept a file on each student containing anecdotal
records, a checklist of retelling behaviors, and observations
made while the students were engaged in center activities.
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CONCLUSION
One of the challenges of teaching reading is to foster
thinking-language abilities, positive attitudes toward reading,
and appreciations of quality literature so that children will
become lifelong readers for enjoyment and information.

Teachers

must do more than teach children how to read; they must show them
by example and discussion how to become readers and how to find
pleasure in books (Huck et al., 1987). A literature-based reading
program can assist in reaching these goals.

Through literature

experiences, children can learn more than how to read; they can
learn about themselves, others, the world in which they live, and
about the functions of language.
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